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Misunderstanding Informational Text
in Social Studies: Is Johnny to Blame?
ARTICLE BY JERRY

GILLETT

One day before the bell rang to begin
an American Government class designed
for students with learning difficulties of
one kind or another, I noticed one of my
students carrying Tom Clancy's, The
Hunt For Red October. This would not
have drawn my attention except that this
particular student could not read the
text for the course which was written at
the sixth grade reading level. This young
man was one of my better students; he
participated well in class, seemed to be
interested and motivated, had good auditory and verbal skills but could not read
the text or tests. When I quizzed him on
the novel, it was clear that he understood the story line. (This incident
occurred before the movie version was
released.) Since then, I have noticed
more students who do not read informational material well, but do read and
seem to understand novels. My first
reaction was to assume these students
were simply not interested in the subject. But, the fact was many of them
were interested. They tended to participate in class discussions and be productive in activities that did not require
them to read informational material.
As a social studies teacher of high
school juniors and seniors, I tend not to
think much about reading. I think about
the subject matter, whether it be
American Government, Psychology,
Economics or whatever. As is the case
with most content area teachers, I find
myself more than a little frustrated with
students who claim to do the assigned
reading but do not seem to be able to
remember anything they have read. How
many times have we heard, "I read the
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same page over and over and over and
didn't get anything out of it?"
A variety of explanations are used to
explain this apparent inability of students to read and learn the material.
These explanations run from "the kid
didn't read it," or "the reading is too difficult" to "the reading is so dull and boring that it can't be read with understanding." These explanations might have
value if a strategy can be developed
from them to get at the problem. The
reality appears to be that for the classroom teacher, who is responsible for
teaching content, nothing seems to happen that gets more students to read for
understanding. For content area teachers with high school juniors and seniors,
it seems we are left with selecting and
sorting. Those who have developed the
skills necessary to read informational
material learn and tend to be successful
in the classroom, and those who do not
have the skills are not so successful.
Why can a student read a challenging
novel, but not an "easy to read text?"
While I said that, I have experienced several students who fit into this category.
How widespread is this problem? It
might be instructive to look at the
Michigan Educational Assessment
Program (MEAP) reading scores. In
1994, 86.4% of the sophomores in
Michigan passed the story portion of the
MEAP but only 48% passed the informational portion. Where I teach, 86.9%
passed the story portion and 48% passed
the information portion. These scores
are consistent over time. There are many
arguments as to why this disparity
between the two types of reading
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occurs. Among them are that students
have enough life experience (prior
lmowledge) to relate to events that
occur in fiction. (It does stretch one's
credulity to think teenagers have a lot of
experience conspiring with defecting
Soviet nuclear submarine commanders.)
Another is that students are more
familiar with the format used in fiction
than with that used in non-fiction. While
these and many other explanations have
value, another consideration may be of
greater importance. Most secondary
teachers expect students to be able to
read (we are no longer concerned with
the students learning to read, but rather
the students reading to learn). I also suspect most content area teachers, especially at the upper levels, look at reading
as reading and not as an important and
complex skill their charges still need a
great deal of help and instruction to
develop. That is, they do not distinguish
between the skills necessary to read fiction (at which our students are fairly
good), primary and secondary source
material, graphs, charts, footnotes, cartoons, etc.
As a social studies/science teacher, I
have taught Psychology, Sociology,
Economics, American Government,
Comparative Political Systems, U.S.
History, Global Studies and Civics. For
those of us who have both academic and
personal interest in these areas, it is relatively easy to distinguish the differences
in the jargon and fundamental concept
of each discipline. We are also able to
read with equal facility through texts,
journals, and news print that might consist of a range of different types of reading. To us, reading is in fact just reading.
We most likely resemble those students
who, for whatever reason, have learned
or developed the capacity to read a variety of writing styles without a great deal
of difficulty and, therefore, tend not to
be aware that each type of text requires
a different strategy to be successfully
MICHIGAN READING JOURNAL

read.
I believe the first problem content
area teachers (I speak with more authority for social studies teachers) must
overcome is to be more consciously
aware that different kinds of reading
require different strategies to be understood. It is this awareness that we can
use to provide our students with skills
necessary to cope with informational
reading. If we do not take for granted
that students lmow how to read quantitative, primary and secondary source
material, lmow the value of using a table
of contents, glossary, index, looking for
key words, using a dictionary, can distinguish fact from opinion, concept from
data and so on, then we can begin to
develop strategies for helping our students develop necessary skills.
What follows are selections from two
textbooks that are currently being used
for Economics and American
Government in the high school where I
teach. I have selected representative
samples from these texts to illustrate the
variety of demands placed on secondary
students. In both cases, the authors and
publishers have taken great care to provide the student with as many aids as
possible. Attempts to access prior
lmowledge or create anticipatory sets
are made. Both try to anticipate words
and concepts students will have problems with and provide definitions, explanations, and highlighting with bold print.
But, for students who have been trained
to read stories about imaginary people
and events written in narrative style,
reading expository writing is an adventure in which the student needs different
skills to conclude the adventure successfully.
Take for instance this page from an
American Government text (Figure
One). What would the student need to
lmow to negotiate this page? What
would the teacher, curriculum planners
or school board member need to lmow?
38
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Political Parties 103

The Historical Basis

The two-party system
is rooted in the beginnings of the nation itself.
The Framers of the Constitution were opposed
to political parties. As you read in Chapter 2,
however, the ratification of the Constitution
saw the birth of America's first two parties: the
Federalists, led by Alexander Hamilton, and the
Anti-Federalists, who followed Thomas Jefferson. 4 In short, the American party system began
as a two-party system.

on
On Political
Parties in the
1990s
" Democrats today

are beginning to think

The Force of Tradition

more in terms of utilizing the private sector
and Republicans are
now talking about
seeking solutions to
some of the social and
Jack F. Kemp,
Secretary of Housing and
economic problems of
Urban Development under
poverty. All too long
the Bush administration
in the past the Democratic Party has simply thought of redistributing wealth, and the Republican Party has had
a kind of /aissezfaire attitude .... But I think
there are leaders and thinkers in both parties
who want to come and find el otro send.era,
another path."

Once established,
human institutions are likely to become self-perpetuating-and so it has been with the twoparty system. The very fact that the nation
began with a two-party system has been a leading reason for its retention, and it has become
over time an increasingly important, self-reinforcing reason.
The point can be made this way: Most Americans accept the idea of a two-party system simply because there has always been one. This
inbred support for the arrangement is a principal reason why challenges to it have made so little headway in the nation's politics. In other
words, America has a two-party system because
America has a two-party system.

The Electoral System

Several features of
the American electoral system tend to promote the existence of but two major parties.
That is to say, the basic shape, and many of
the details, of the election process work in
that direction.

4The Framers hoped to create a unified country; they
sought to bring order out of the chaos of the Critical
Period of the 1780s. To most of them, parties were
"factions," agents of divisiveness and disunity. George

Washington reflected this view when, in his Farewell
Address in 1796, he warned the new nation against ~~the

baneful effect of the spirit of parry." In this light, it is
hardly surprising that the Constitution made no provision for political parties. The Framers could not foresee
the ways in which the governmental system they set up

would develop. Thus, they could not possibly know that
two major parties would emerge as prime instruments of

government in the United States. Nor could they know
that those two major parties would tend to be moderate, to choose middle-of-the-road positions, and so help
to unify rather than divide the nation.

The single-member district arrangement is
among the most prominent of these features.
Nearly all of the elections held in this countryfrom the presidential contest on down to those
at the most local of levels-are single-member
district elections. That is, they are contests in
which only one candidate from the district is
elected to each office on the ballot. They are
winner-take-all elections; the winning candidate
is the one who receives a plurality-the largest
number of votes cast for the office. Note that a
plurality need not be a majority, which is more
than half of all votes cast.
The single-member district pattern works to
discourage minor parties. Because only one winner can come out of each contest, voters usually
face only two viable choices: They can vote for
the candidate of the party holding the office, or
they can vote for the candidate of the party with

Figure One
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The American Economic System
Economists typically include a fourth element in
their GDP calculations, "Net Exports." This is the
difference
WW-WI/IJlda,wami/isfthink.MIIJf/l•tJlllDlfSof
between
-138 ,._, ltllllt{llltOIIII
filJI' ii n,t -,o,ts7 Ats
exports
,.,,,.., yWIIIIMl/lltlly-W""1Jt ~ " " '
-,ons"'f&.C.,.-13111rflltl/M . . . . . ofthilfl/flltWI. and
imports of
goods and services. Through most of this century,
net exports have been quite small, but today they
are of growing importance. Net exports in 1992
amounted to -$36 billion. Thjs means that
Americans bought $36 billion more in goods and services from other countries than they sold to other
countries. This amount is subtracted from GDP.

Ill,__,

This is illustrated in Graph 2-3. As you can see, in
1992 the GDP stood at $5,978.5 billion (or about $6
trillion}. Of that amount, $4,108.7 billion was spent
by consumers, $781.6 billion by business, and
$1,124.2 by government.

The American Economic
System: What Are Its Goals?

should offer all citizens equal economic opportunjties.
A Efficiency. Efficiency is a measure of how much
one gets for
what one uses.
As a national
goal, economic
efficiency
refers to the
entire econo·
my's ability to
get the most out of its limited resources.
Throughout this course you may wish to evaluate
specific economic decisions and the roles of business
firms, government, workers, and consumers as they
contribute to accomplishing these goals. You will discover that in some cases two goals are in conflict,
and in other cases a solution to one problem may
cause another problem.
The following questions, for example, involve economic policy on which people frequently disagree.

In a nation as large and diverse as the Uruted
States, it is difficult to imagine a clear set of economic goals most Americans would accept. Nevertheless, because Americans value the "pillars of free
enterprise"-private property, the right to compete,
and the price system-and because the three sectors
of the U.S. economy are interdependent, most
Americans agree with the goals below. You may wish
to add your own.

A Full employment. There should be a job for
everyone ready, willing, and able to work.
A Economic growth. When the output of goods
and services is increased, the average living standard should improve.
A Price stability. There have been times when
prices, in general , increased or decreased rapidly.
Such times create hardships in many sectors of
the economy. Most prices should remrun constant
over time.
A Economic freedom. Everyone should have a
high degree of freedom to choose how to earn a
living and how to spend money.
A Economic security. For whatever reason-physical handicaps, old age, or accidental injurythere are those who are unable to pay their own
way. Economic security means that their needs
should be met.
A Equity. Equity is being fair or impartial. As an
economk goal, it means that the economic system

•

2-3 Components of Gross Domestic Product 192!1-1992
(billions of dollars)
GDP

103.1
100.0
287.0
513.4
1,010.7
2.708.0
5.522.2
5.978.5

1992

1990

1980

1970

1960

-Sp,nding
775

16.7
13.6

711
192.7
332.4
646.5
1.748.1
3.748.4
4.108.7

541

78.7
150.3
48JB
7995
781.6

GcJYt.
Net
SpendingE,q,1,11
as
.4
13.8
1.4

39.5
998
212.7
507.1
1,0431

•14-7
-88.9

1, 124.2

-36.0

.7
2.4
1.2

287.0

1950

100.0
194-0

103.1

S ource: Survey of Current Business, Dec. 1992

Figure Two
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There are bold sub-headings. There is a
footnote, but not all footnotes are the
same. Does the footnote offer clarification or does it offer additional information? Does the reader need to stop
before finishing the paragraph, can the
footnote be ignored? Does the footnote
break an important train of thought? An
experienced and accomplished reader
can easily decide what to do, but what
does the typical high school student do?
(The typical high school student will
skip it.) Have they been instructed as to
how to handle the footnote? How does
the student deal with inset material?
Does the student read it in the order it is
presented or go back to it? Can the student make the connection between the
key part of the reading and the supplement? (The typical student will not read
this either.)
The second selection is from an economics text (Figure Two). I have found
this text to be particularly good as it is
updated every three years with current
information. A good deal of time has
gone into making very complex economic concepts and principles understandable. But how does a student whose concept of reading is fiction that tends not
to be broken up by graphs and charts,
anticipatory or leading questions, bold
print, references to other chapters and
other materials deal with it? When we
use this kind of material are we as teachers attentive to the very different skill
requirements necessary to make sense
of this kind of writing?
I recognize the argument that textbooks have inherent weaknesses and
difficulties and if other materials were
used, these problems could be avoided.
Unless we can find appropriate fiction,
we are forced to use newspapers and

MI CHIGAN READING JOURNAL

news magazines in place of texts. These
sources present more problems for the
student than do textbooks. Print media
uses charts, graphs, maps etc., but tend
not to provide as much background
information or aids such as definitions
and examples as texts do. Newspapers
and magazines also assume a great deal
of prior knowledge that the typical high
school student does not have. For example, an article on the investigation on the
White Water investment by President
Clinton may refer to Irangate and Watergate to illustrate problems of Presidents
Nixon, Reagan and Bush. But there will
not likely be explanations of these
events. It is assumed that the reader will
know about these events and be able to
relate them to the White Water affair.
Again, the typical high school student
cannot.
I do not offer solutions. I only suggest
there is a serious problem we are not
adequately addressing. It is important
that those of us who are responsible for
teaching content have a keener sense of
the problem. If the reading scores are
significant, if our own sense that there is
a problem means anything, then we have
a chance to remedy the problem or at
least consider it.
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